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ABSTRACT 

A study used the National Longitudinal Surveys of 
Labor Force Experience Youth Cohort to determine the labor market 
consequences for young people of acquiring a General Educational 
Develofmient (GED) degree in 1985. Three major consequences of 
receiving a GED were examined: labor force participation, employment 
status, and hourly wages. The analysis showed that GED recipients had 
greater chances of being labor force participants than young people 
without GEDs or high school diplomas. High school graduates were more 
likely to be participants than were GED recipients. Moreover, the 
more time that elapsed after obtaining a GED or a high school 
diploma, the greater the chance that a youth was a labor force 
participant. As was observed with labor force participation, the 
chances of being employed were much greater in 1985 for young high 
school graduates than for GED recipients or youths with neither a GED 
nor a high school diploma. Interpretation of annual salaries from 
hourly wages indicated that the typical GED recipient would have 
earned in 1985 about $780 more than a youth without a GED or diploma, 
but $1,340 less than a youth with a high school diploma. Further 
research is needed to determine what the GED means to employers, to 
GED recipients and aspirants, and to the general public. (KC) 
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Introduction 

Young GED recipients were more likely to participate in the 
laborforceandto be employed dunng 1985 than youths who 
had neither a GED nor a high school diploma GED recipients 
employed during 1 985 earned, on the average, more pay per 
hour worked than youths without high school diplomas or 
GED's However, high school graduates were more likely 
than GED recipients to be labor force participants and 
employed, and their average hourly wages were higher than 
GED recipients' 

These findings were derived from interviews conoucted 
annually from 1979 through 1985 with me .nbers of the Youth 
Cohort of the National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Force 
Experience (NLS) These youths were selected to represent 
the noninstitutional population of the continental United 
States between 14 and 21 yearsold in January 1979 General 
information about the NLS Youth Cohort is provided by the 
Center for Human Resource Research (iy85a) Frankel, 
Mc* '"ams, and Spencer (1983) pre? ♦echntcal details 
abc the sample design for the NLS ' juth Cohort 

Before or over the seven years examined, 6 4% of the 
population represented by the Youth Cohort is estimated to 
have earned a GED, while 77 2% o^ these youths were 
awarded a high school diploma and 16 4% failed to obtain 
either Young people in the Youth Cohort who earned a GED 
differed in several ways from others who earned a high 
school diploma or who did not obtain a GED or diploma First, 
males and young people who had ever been married by 1 985 
were more likely to receive GED's than high school diplomas 
or nothing at all Second, blacks and Hispanics were more 
likely to be GED recipients than nor-Dlack, non-Hispanic 
youths On the contrary, females, young people who were 
never married by 1 985, and non-black, non-Hispantc youth 
weremore likely to graduate from high school than to receive 
GED's or nothing at ail The likelihood that a youth held a GED 
or a high school diploma, compared with nothing at all, did 
not vary markedly over major geographic regions of the 
continental United States 

The remainder of this report details the findings of my 
research with the NLS Youth Cohort to determi'^e the labor 
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market consequences of acquiring a GED degree for young 
people in 1985, interprets these findings in the light of 
general and GED-specific labor market theory and research, 
and delineates an agenda for subsequent research on the 
labor market effects of a GED Three major consequences of 
receiving a GED are examined labor force participation, 
employment status, and hourly wages 

Method 

My estimates are made from data provided by 9,436 
members of the onginal 12,686 youths in the NLS Youth 
Cohort who had not been lost to follow-up between 1 9'^9 and 
1 985 (about 1 4 C% of the onginal sample) and who were not 
enrolled in school when the 1 985 NLS interview occurred 
(about 11%) Sample members enrolled in school in 1985 
were deleted from my analyses because they comprised a 
group that cannot have serious labor force attachment due to 
their decision to allocate their time to school 

Many factors other than acquinng a GED or a high school 
diploma can affect labor force behavior As a consequence, 
the net relationships between type of secondary school 
certification and various measures of youth labor force 
behavior were estimated from regression equations that 
included such vanables as sex, race, mantal status in 1985, 
whether the sample member ever attended college, and 
geograpnic region of interviewee's residence in 1 985 
Non-technical summanes of these regression equations are 
displayed in this report along with simple crosstabulations of 
vanables Readers interested in obtaining details about the 
specifications for these regression equations should contact 
the author directly 

EMPLOYMENT CONSEQUENCES 

Labor Force Participation 

Anyone who has a job for pay for at least one hour dunng a 
w' ek, or works in a family enterprise without pay for at least 
1l . .ours during a week, is considered employed The 
unenrioyed do not have jobs, are available for work, and 
ht ueen rctiveiy seeking jobs within the previous four 
weeks L ^boi force participants are people who are either 
^^mployed or unemployed People who are not labor force 
Pdrticipants are classified as out of ttie labor force (see 
Passmore, 19d1, foradescnption of United States Bureau of 
Census statii?tical ctandards applied in the NLS for 
categor'ving interviewees by the'r labor force status) 

i 



. . . GED recipients had greater chances of 
being labor force participants than young 
people without GED's or high school diplomas. 



GED recipients were more likely to be em- 
ployed . . . than yc jng people without a GED 
or a high school diploma. 



The theme of at least one state lottery is that "you have to 
play the game to win, " and labor force participants can be 
thought of as "playing the game" by either worktng or having 
enough hope in their employment prospects to continue to 
search for suitable work As shown in Table 1 , GED recipients 
had greater chances of being labor force participants than 
young people without GED's or high school diplomas High 
school graduates were more likely to be participants than 
were GED recipients Moreover, the more time that elapsed 
after obtaining a GED or a high school diploma, the greate*^ 
the chance that a youth was a labor force pa^icipant 



Employment Status 

If labor force oarticipation is "playing the game." then 
securing employment is "winning the game " GED recipients 
were more likely to be employed, rather than unemployed or 
out of the labor force, in 1985 than young people without a 
GED or a high school diplonna (see Table 1 ) Just as 
observed with labor force partic ipation , the chances of being 
employed were much greater m 1985 foryoung high school 
graduates than for GED recipients or youths with neither a 
GED nor a high school diploma Again, as with labor force 



TABLE 1 

EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS OF A COHORT OF YOUTH IN THE CONTINENTAL UNITED STATES 
NOT ENROLLED IN SCHOOL BY SECONDARY SCHOOL CERTIFICATION SI ATUS. 1985 (N = 28,340,000) 



GED 



:1979 



High School Diploma 
<1979 



Neither GED Nor 



Characteristic 


to 1935 


<1980 


>1979 


to 1985 


<1980 


>1979 


High School Diploma 


%ofTotal^ 


7 0% 


4 2% 


2 8% 


74 6% 


591% 


15 5% 


18 4% 


Labor Force Participation 
















% Labor Force Participants 


76 3% 


77 1% 


75 1 % 


84 7% 


85 7% 


80 1% 


71 7% 


Regression-Adjusted Difference From 
















Youths With Neither GED Nor High 
















School Diploma in Probability of Labor 
Force Participation^ 
















3 6% 


+ 4 1% 


none 


+ 13 4% 


+ 161% 


+ 5 5% 


cc^ 


Employment 
















% Employed 


64 3% 


63 9% 


64 9% 


77 9% 


79 8% 


70 3% 


55 9% 


Regression-Adjusted Difference 
















From Youths With Neither GED Nor 
















High School Diploma in Probability of 
















Employment^ 


+ 5 3% 


+ 3 8% 


+ 7 4% 


+ 20 7% 


+ 24 4% 


+ 10 0% 


cc 


Wages 
















Mean Hou riy Wage of Employed Youths 


$5 50 


$5 87 


$5 08 


$5 36 


$7 75 


$5 04 


$5 13 


Regression-Adjusted Difference 
















From Youths With Neither C«=D Nor 
















High School Diploma in Mean Hourly 
















Wage® 


+ $0 39 


+ $0 75 


none 


+ $1 45 


+ 4)1 81 


+ $017 


cc 
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Note Estimated by applying sampling weights to the 1979-1985 annual interview responses of 9.436 members of the Youth 
Cc' jf the National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Market Experience (Ce.iter for Human Resource Research, 1985b) who 
were not lost to follow-up by 1985 and were not enrolled in school during the NLS 1985 interview reference week Reference 
numbers for variables in the NLS Youth Cohort data base are available from the author 

•Acquisitjon rates for GED's and high schoi diplomas m this table differ from rates cited in thetext for the entire poputation because this table is restricted to estimates 
from youths not enrolled in school in 1985 

^Based on logistic regression of GED and high school diploma variables— along with variables measuring sex, race, whether the youth was ever married whether 
youth ever attended college, and youth's geogrcphic region of residence in 1985— on a categorical variable tndicalmg whether the youth was a labor forro participant 
during the NLS interview reference week m 1985 The oifferences in probabilities tabulated are the first partial derivatives of GED and high school diploma variables 
with respect to the dependent variable 

^ The abbreviation, "cc" rr,eans comparison category i e . the category with which employment charactenstics of GED recipients and high school graduates are 
compared in regression analyses 

^Based on same type of regression function and va. abies described in footnote b except the dependent variable was a categorical indicator of whether the youth 
was employed during the interview reference week 

•Based upon ordinary least squares regression of the same independent variables described m footnote b on the natural logarithm cf the employed youth s hourly 
wage from the primary job during the survey reference week 
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participation, the longer a high school diploma was held, the 
greater the chances of employment m 1 985 In contrast, the 
longer a GED was held, the less likely that a youth was 
employed, although the differences between receiv ng a 
GED before 1980 and after 1979 are small 

Hourly Wages 

Income is one indicator of material well-being m modern 
societies If labor force participation is "playing the game" 
and employme.^.t "/."nmng the game," then income is the 
"prize " 

As shown in Table 1 . the average hourly wage of employed 
youths IS ordered in tho same way as their labor force 
participation and er;iployment— high school graduates have 
the highest average rates, followed by GED recipients and, 
then, by youths without a GED or a diploma In addition, the 
more time elapsed since receiving a GED or a high school 
diploma, the higher the wage 



. . . the typical GED recipient would have 
earned in 1 985 about $780 more than a youth 
without a GED or diploma . . . 



For youths employed full-time and full-year^ , extrapolations 
from regressions of hourly wages in Table 1 to annual salaries 
indicate that the typical GED recipient would have earned in 
1985 about $780 more than a youth without a GED or 
diploma, but $1 .340 less than a youth with a high school 
diploma These differences in 1985 annual salary become 
substantial lifetime earnings differences if they persist over a 
youth's working !ife 

INTERPRETATIONS 

Evidence presented in this report shows that young GED 
recipients participated m the labor force more frequently, 
were more likely to be employed, and were paid more per 
hour wcked than youths with neither GEO's nor high school 
diplomas, although high school graduate consistently fared 
better than GED recipients Malizio and Wnitney (1 981 ) 
reported that nearly 39% of GED test examinees sought the 
GED in Spring 1980 for job-related reasons, and the findings 
from my research show a yield from this type investment by 
young GED recipients These findings also show more 
favorable long-term work correlates for GED recipients than 
were found in Ladner's (1986) study of the occupational 
activities of Florida GED holders shortly after they received 
their GED credential In addition, these findings support the 
beliefs expressed by adult GED recipients that the GED has a 
positive benefit on employment (Valentine & Darkenwald. 
1986) 

Much as population studies do no: prove by themselves 
that cigarette smoking causes cancer, my population-based 
survey findings do not describe, however, the causal link, if 
any, between the GED credential and labor market success 
At least three plausible interpretations of my findings are 
possible the GED = skills, the GED - s gnal. and theGED 
= destiny 



^ The full-time full-year employee is assumed !o work 2 000 hours per year 
over 50 40-hour weeks Annual salary differences arc computed by rr, jitipiymg 
wage regresston coefficients m Table i by 2000 



First, the process of obtaining a GED r.ight impart 
productive skills that can be capitalized m the labor market 
Important reading writing computation and other 
knowledge pertinent to passing a GED test may give GED 
recipients a genuine productive edge in hiring, retention, and 
advancement decisions over youths without a GED or a 
diploma This interpretation is consistent with commonly held 
beliefs that greater literacy leads to more employability and 
economic adaptability 

Second, the GED credential might signal to employers that 
a youth has necessary, but perhaps unknown, productive 
skills and affective attributes to be a successful emoloyee 
This in erpretation is consistent with beliefs by some 
researchers (see. e g . Blaug, 1985.orSpence, 1973) that 
educational credentials are merely selection or screening 
devices for employers who want workers with the same 
character traits — persistence, willingness to suomit to 
authority, goal-directedness. acceptance of external 
standards for achievement— that would cause them to 
complete high school or to pursue a GED 

Carson (1986) found that almost one-third of surveyed 
employers in the Denver metropolit?»n area during Spring 
1983 considered educational credentials, including the 
GED. in personnel decisions Eighty-three percent of 
Carson's survey respondents reported that they consider the 
GED credential equivalent to a high school diploma The 
equivalent acceptance of the GED and the high school 
diploma expressed by Denver employers is not consistent 
with the actual job data in the national labor market estimated 
in this analysis of NLS Youth Cohort data Perhaps employers 
express beliefs that differ from their actions 

Third the association between the GED and employment 
observed in this study might not be the result of any causal 
process Rather GED recipients may merely be realizing 
their employment destinies 'n labor markets that are stratified 
bv ascriptive and social characteristics or by the structure of 
economic and educational opportunities afforded by society 
that may have nothing to do with productive capacity For 
instance, sex race, and mantal status are important 
correlates of whether a youth obtains a GED, high school 
diploma, or nothing at all These factors also are important 
correlates of a youth's labor force participation, employment 
status and wages Some of these correlates common to 
employment as well as lo receiving a GED were controlled 
statistically m this study However, other factors, unmeasured 
in this study, might determine who obtains a GED as well as 
labor market success 

In other words, GED recipients might ha^e experienced 
lower rates of labor force participation, employment, and pay 
than high school graduates even without the GED The 
unmeasured factors that influence their employment 
characteristics still would persist Similarly. GED recipients 
might have been more successful in the labor market than 
youths without a GED or a diploma even without a GEDdue to 
the same unmeasured factor: 

SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

At best, the findings of this research and other similar 
associational studies can describe only the labor market 
correlates of obtaining a GED Additional research is needed 
to determine the role of a GED credential in the labor market 

However, many common social science approaches— the 
interview, thequestionnaire. the laboratory experiment— may 
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not be suitable to answer crucial questions about the value of 
a GED in the 'abor market For instance, what nneaning does 
a GED credential convey to an ennploy er'? To a GED asoi rant'? 
What does a GED recipient actually know or do that is 
applicable to econonnic well-being, and what aspects of 
these knowledges and skills can be attributed to the process 
of receiving a GED'? Answers to these questions are essential 
for policy-makers and the public who must allocate scarce 
resources to GED preparation and testing Answers to these 
same questions are essential for people deciding whether to 
personally invest time, effort, e » J money in obtaining a GED 
Perhaps these questions are best answered through case 
study, participant observation, or other approaches that 
would confront the actuai issues faced by GED aspirants and 
recipients, employers, and others who Droker labor market 
transactions such as employment counselors or placement 
specialists 

References 

Blaug. M (1985) Where are we now m the economics of 
e6ucaX\ov\'^ Economics of Education Review, 4(1). 17-28 

Carson. B W (1986) Acceptance of General Educational 
Development (GED) in hiring practices of Denver area 
emp/oyers (GED Research Brief No 11) Washington. DC 
American Council on Education 

Center for Human Resource Research. The Ohio State 
University (1985a) NLS tiandbook for 1984-85 
Columbus, OH Author (Available from Center for Human 
Resource Research. Public User's Office, 650 Ackerman 
Road, Suite A. Columbus. OH 43202) 

Center for Human Resource Research, The Ohio State 
University ( 1 985b) Youtti cofiort of ttie National 
Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Market Experience, 
7979- 7955 [Machine-readable data file] Columbus. OH 
Author (Producer and Distributor) (Available from Center 
for Human Resource Research Public User's Office, 650 
Ackerman Road Suite A. Columbus, OH 43202) 



Frankel. M R , McWiHiams. H A . & Spencer. B D (1983, 
August) National Longitudinal Survey of Labor Force 
Behavior Youth Survey (NLS) Technical sampling report 
Chicago. IL University of Chicago. National Opinion 
Research Center Chicago, IL Author (Available from 
Center for Human Resource Research, Public User's 
Office, 650 Ackerman Road. Suite A, Columbus, OH 
43202) 

Ladner, R A (1986) Educational a.. d occupational activities 

of GED and conventional high school graduates in Florida 

(GED Research Brief No 8) Washington, DC American 

Council on Education 
MaliZ!o,A G. & Whitney, D R (1981) Who takes the GED 

tests^A national survey of Spring I980examinees (GED 

Testing Seivice Research Studies No 1 ) Washington. DC 

American Council on Education 
Passmore, D L (1981) Measuring youth pblessnass 

Concepts, tools, and issues Journal of Studies in 

Technical Careers. 3(2). 109-125 
Spence. D (1973) Job market signaling Quarterly Journal of 

Economics, 57(3). 355-^74 
Valentine, T.&Darkenwald.G G (1986) The benefitsof 

GED graduation and a typology of graduates Adult 

Education Quarterly 37(1). 23-27 



GED Research Bnefs contain summaries of completed research 
<5iuclies relating to the development use and interpretation of results 
from the Tests of General Educationa' DevelODment Bnefs are 
usjaMy prepared by the authors and distributed by the GED Testing 
Sewtce in the interest of improvjng the understanding and use of 
GED test results Bnefs may be reproduced for distribution to 
interested persons 

Manuscripts should conform n style to tnat found m recent -ssues 
of th9 Bnpfs This style is generally consistent with that described -n 
the Pub!, cat jn Manual of the Anencan Psychological Association 
(3rd ed } Manuscripts should be submitted m tnolicate to the editor 
Douglas R Whitney at the GED Testing Servce 



AMERICAN COUNCIL ON EDUCATION 

Generot Educotionol Development Tesriftg Service 
One Duponr Ctrde • Woshmgron DC 20006 



5 



